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circulating under the cloak. They picked up a peddler, who told them that he had drawn his stock from a secret entrepot in Versailles kept by a bookseller named Dubuisson. Dubuisson was promptly whisked off to the Bastille and interrogated. He had got the manuscript, he said, from a certain Mazelin, a valet of the subgoverness of the dauphin; Mazelin had got it from its author, Marie-Madeleine Bonafon, a chambermaid to the princesse de Montaubon; and she had parted with it in return for two hundred copies of the edition that Dubuisson had arranged to have printed in Rouen, in the shop of the widow Ferrand.
One detachment of police went back to Versailles for Mazelin and Mile Bonafon; another set off for Ferrand's shop in Rouen; and meanwhile the inspectors continued to haul in peddlers from the streets in Paris. In the end, they filled the Bastille with twenty-one voluble prisoners, whose interrogations reveal a great deal about underground publishing. The most revealing testimony came from the author, Mile Bonafon. On August 29, after spending two nights alone in a cell, she was led before Claude Henri Feydeau de Marville, the lieutenant general of police.
The lieutenant general was one of France's top officials, roughly the equivalent of the minister of the interior today. He did not personally interrogate prisoners in the Bastille, except in important affairs of state. In this case, he evidently smelled something suspicious, because chambermaids did not write political novels, even though some of them had received good educations. (The best known today is Jeanne Louise Henriette Campan, the highly literate femme de chambre of MarieAntoinette.) Was someone hiding behind Mile Bonafon, someone familiar with the corridors of power and who might have furnished her with a draft of the political story that she had reworked as a fairy tale? Conspiracies were simmering in the court at this time. Mile Bonafon's patron, the princesse de Montauban, was linked with the so-called devout party (parti divot), which felt itself threatened by the growing power of the duc de Richelieu and the king's mistresses. The latest mistress, Mme de Pompadour, was about to be presented at court, and she was becoming aligned with the comte d'Argenson, minister of war, at the expense of his rival, the comte de Maurepas, a dangerous master of political intrigue who was minister of the navy and of the king's household. Marville himself reported to Maurepas but aspired to become a prot6ge of Pompadour. Whatever plot might be brewing, he needed to get to the bottom of it. He also needed to prevent the inner workings of Versailles from being exposed before the public. Reputations could be damaged if gossip became transformed into print, and reputation was the stuff of power struggles at court. Marville therefore prepared the interrogation carefully and conducted it like a cat-and-mouse game. He laid traps; Mile Bonafon tried to avoid them; and the transcript of the interrogation recorded all their moves, for it was written in the form of a dialogue: question-answer, question-answer, each page initialed by Mlle Bonafon as testimony to its accuracy. ' Marville got through the preliminaries quickly: Mlle Bonafon took an oath to tell the truth and identified herself as a native of Versailles, twenty-eight years old, employed for the last five years as chambermaid to the princesse de Mountauban. Then he came immediately to the point: Had she written any books?
Yes, she said: Tanasths, and the beginning of another one, Le Baron de xxx, and also a play, which had never been performed and was now in the keeping of the son of Minet of the Comedie frangaise. (She later said that she had also completed the drafts of two other plays, Les Dons and Le Demi-Savant, and had composed a good deal of poetry.)
Asked what it was that gave her a taste for writing? Hadn't she consulted someone who was familiar with the composition of books in order to learn how to go about organizing the ones she intended to write?
Answered that she did not consult anyone; that since she reads a great deal, this had given her a desire to write; that she had imagined, moreover, that she could make a little money by writing; that no one had taught her the rules of the theatre but that she had learned them herself by reading plays; that she had in fact consulted Minet a few times for her play, Le Destin, but as to the other novel she had mentioned, she had worked on it all by herself; that she had never spoken about Tanastis to anyone except sieur Mazelin so that he could find someone who would take charge of getting it printed for her.
It was an extraordinary moment: a female servant telling the head of the police force, one of the most powerful men in the kingdom, that she had written a novel because she wanted to write a novel and that she had done it on her own, without help from anyone. The lieutenant general could not take it in.
"Had she written the book out of her own imagination?" he asked. "Hadn't someone supplied her with written material to work over? Who was it that had given [that material] to her?" Replied that no memoirs had been given to her, that she had composed her book by herself, that in fact she had fashioned it in her imagination. Agreed, however, that having her head full of what people were saying in public about what had happened during and after the king's illness, she had tried to make some use of it in her book, but without understanding the consequences and without having the slightest evil intention; and added that the more she sensed her wrong, the more she felt penetrated with unhappiness.
Marville did not stop at these general disclaimers. He demanded precise information about the production and diffusion of the book. (Here I will paraphrase the interrogation, keeping close to the wording in the transcript.)
When had she written it? In December-January and in March, 1745. What were the arrangements for its publication? Mazelin had delivered the manuscript to Dubuisson, who had promised to give her two hundred copies in exchange for it. Dubuisson or someone in his employ must have provided the Latin epigraph, the preface, and the notes, which were not her work.
Where was it printed? In Rouen, according to Mazelin.
What had she done with her two hundred copies? She had burned them. When? After she heard that the police had arrested Dubuisson. At this point, the questioning entered into dangerous territory, because it began to cut into Bonafon's defense. Although she could not deny her authorship of Tanastis (she had already confessed to her mistress, the princesse de Montauban), she attempted to represent the book as an innocent romance vaguely inspired by the common gossip of the court. Meanwhile, Marville tried to lure her into admitting that she had known all along that it was a scandalous attack on the king. The fact that she had waited until the last minute to destroy her copies demonstrated her intention to profit from the scandal that she had knowingly exploited. So while Bonafon withdrew behind her version of the affair, Marville circled round it, aiming questions at its weak points.
Didn't Mazelin warn her, when he first read the manuscript, that it could lend itself to "mauvaises applications" or dangerous parallels with current affairs?
Yes, but she had assured Mazelin that it was merely a story and that many such stories appeared every day without giving rise to "applications."
If Mazelin had warned her of the danger, why did she persist in getting the book published?
She had been wrong, she admitted, but she did not see anything sinister in the "applications." She went ahead with the publication only because "she was so hard pressed for money." Wasn't there a key to the story? Wasn't one joined to the copies she had received?
No: she had seen a key three weeks ago, a manuscript attached to some copies on sale in Dubuisson's stall in Versailles, but she had nothing to do with it. That remark exposed a weak flank in Mlle Bonafon's defense, and Marville immediately attacked. So! Long before she had burned her copies, she knew all about the "applications"; yet she had persisted in her plans to sell the book. Indeed, she would have sold off her entire stock had Dubuisson not been arrested. She was guilty of manufacturing and diffusing "the most indecent work in the world"! Wasn't she herself the author of the key? Or was it Mazelin? The precautions they took to camouflage their operation proved that they knew how wicked it was.
Not at all, she replied. She had resorted to secrecy only because she did not want to be known as an author. It was her desperate need for money that had compelled her to publish the book; and she certainly had not written the key, nor did she believe that Mazelin had supplied it.
Marville broke off the interrogation at this point. He had extracted enough information to prove Mlle Bonafon's complicity in a criminal variety of literature, but he suspected there was more to the story than she would admit; for what business did a servant, a female domestic servant, have to do with the writing of novels? To get to the story behind the story, he would have to interrogate the other prisoners in the Bastille; and he had quite a collection of them.
Eventually the lieutenant general and his assistants worked their way through all twenty-one cases, imprisoning some of the suspects, exiling others, and freeing the occasional peddler and printer's devil. They acquired a complete knowledge of the underground network linking Rouen, Versailles, and Paris. But their main concern remained the mystery of authorship-of the key as well as the novel-so they concentrated on Mlle Bonafon. They called her back for two more interrogations, continuing to lay traps that she continued to avoid. But they made more progress with her collaborators. When they extracted some compromising information from one suspect, they cross-examined another, holding the information back until they caught him in a lie. Then they hit him with his accomplice's testimony in an attempt to provoke a confession. They also tried to break through the prisoners' defenses by a technique known as "confrontation. At this point, the last bulwark in Mlle Bonafon's defense collapsed, and she had no recourse but to confess, keeping back as much information as she could.
Yes, she admitted, it was true: she had tried to make some money from the copies that had remained at her disposal. She had confided them to a servant of the prince de Constantin, who had taken them past the customs without difficulty in the prince's carriage.
Had she sent a key in the package? Yes, she could not deny it. Maillard needed the key to sell the book; so she wrote it out in her own hand and gave it to Mazelin for Maillard-but with the proviso that it was for Maillard's information only and not to be distributed with the books. Marville then produced a piece of paper covered with handwriting.
Was this the key? Yes, she confessed; it was the very copy that she had sent to Maillard, in her own hand. All she could say in defense of herselfwas that she never made any money from the book.
Brushing this excuse aside, Marville delivered a lecture. "Brought it to her attention that since her detention she has developed a system of admitting to some of the facts held against her and denying the others." She was guilty of producing and distributing the most disrespectful and dangerous kind of literature. She had tried to enrich herself by slandering the crown. And she could expect to stay in prison until it pleased the crown to accord her grace.
In fact, Mlle Bonafon remained in the Bastille for fourteen and a half months. Her health deteriorated so badly that, according to a report from the Bastille's governor, she seemed likely to die unless she were transferred to a healthier site. She was therefore shut up in the convent of the Bernardines at Moulins, where she remained, without permission to receive either visitors or letters, for the next twelve years.
I recount this little scene from the Bastille because it dramatizes one of the major concerns of the police: the control of public opinion. True, they did not use the word, but they worried about the thing----that is, the way Parisians talked about men in power and affairs of state. When the talk metamorphosed into a book, which was sold throughout the kingdom, the affair became serious enough for the lieutenant general himself to take charge of the investigation. It is the connection between talk and print-Bonafon's insistence that she had published an imaginative version "of what people were saying in public about what had happened during and after the king's illness"-that seems especially revealing to me.
Consider the analysis of public opinion developed by Gabriel Tarde Of course, prison archives have a built-in bias: they concern persons deemed to be criminal; so they can give the misleading impression that everyone was badmouthing the government. But the police also compiled reports on what ordinary people said in cafes, public gardens, and market places. A network of spies-perhaps as many as three thousand-provided the information, and primitive journalists, like the notorious chevalier de Mouhy, wrote it up in bulletins furnished every day to the lieutenant general, who then adapted it for presentation to the minister for the department of Paris and, eventually, the king. In short, the police produced a gazette of their own. Copies were leaked, for a price, to important grandees, like the marechal de Saxe, one of Mouhy's clandestine customers. And several copies survive, though only in fragments, in various archives; so we can begin to put together an account of the public noises picked up by the police. It is a tricky business, because the police gazeteers filtered their information and wrote it up in ways that would ingratiate themselves with their superiors. One cannot read them literally. But, however biased, they provide accounts of the tone, the place, and the participants of the talk-that is, they contain information about information.
Here is a report by Mouhy himself on cafe conversations at the height of the War of the Austrian Succession (1740-1748):
Businessmen, retired officers, the common people are all complaining, speaking ill of the government and predicting that this war will have disastrous consequences. Clergymen, especially the Jansenists, take that view and dare to think and to say aloud that the evils that will soon overwhelm the kingdom come from above, as punishment for the incest and irreligion of the king. They cite passages from Scripture and make analogies ["font des applications".] The government should pay attention to this class of subjects. They are dangerous.15
The notion of "applications" brings us back to Mlle Bonafon. The hostile remarks picked up by Mouhy were the kind that she incorporated into her book. In a report on Tanastis, the police described it as "a work that provides a journal [un , and finally settles on a passionate, scheming femme fatale, "Ardentine" (Mme de Chaiteauroux, daughter three), who makes him her slave and rules "despotically" over the kingdom. When a war breaks out, Agamil goes off to fight at the front, and Ardentine follows him. On her way, she encounters the good king, Tanastes, whom she takes to be Agamil; but when she makes advances to him, he rejects her. In a fit of spite, she returns to the court and, with the help of a magic wand, banishes everyone to a hellish underground kingdom of gnomes. At this moment, the climax of the story, the supreme sylph (Amariel, the bishop of Soissons) intervenes. He arms Tanastbs with some magic lightning and sends him to rescue the court. Ta-nastes routs the gnomes (actually he turns out to be rather weak-kneed in the crunch, but the lightning does the job); the bad king is transformed into a snake; the wicked mistress swallows the snake; as it gnaws at her entrails, she is banished to the underground; the good king is reunited with the queen (thanks to some bedroom magic by the sylphs, they had been spending the nights together and the days apart); and they are ready to rule happily ever after ... or at least to part two.'9 I won't attempt to summarize the twists and turns of part two, but I should explain that, according to Mlle Bonafon's interrogation, it was written later; and it carried the story from the fall of one evil mistress, Mme de Chateauroux, which it recounted once again, to the rise of another, Mme de Pompadour. The two-king, Jekyll-Hyde motif disappeared, or rather became internalized in the figure of Tanastes, who was tricked into drinking a poisonous magic potion composed of the ground-up remains of the bad-king-snake and who therefore became prey to limitless concupiscence compounded by melancholy and ennui. Meanwhile, the queen gave way to religious bigotry. Fearing damnation, she refused to have sexual relations with the king and fell under the spell of priests, who exploited her religiosity in order to increase their own power. Hungering for sex, the king at last found "une grace" (Pompadour) at a masked ball held to celebrate the marriage of the Dauphin. Pompadour had only recently emerged as the king's mistress when the book was published. So the story ended on an uncertain note. No one could predict how the reign would develop, because the king had now become an ordinary mortal, a mixture of good and evil, part Tanast s and part Agamil.
Not a great yarn, you might say. Why did it cause such consternation among the authorities? Aside from the need to unravel any political intrigues that might lie behind the publication, they confronted a danger that extended far beyond the confines of Versailles: the prospect that the book might convey a hostile reading of current events to ordinary, educated Frenchmen-the same reading, in fact, that the police had made themselves and that could not be avoided, owing to the "applications" woven into the plot. The danger posed by Tanastts derived from its quality as a roman A clef.
Unlike normal novels, which can indeed be appropriated in contradictory ways, romans A clef compel standard reactions on the part of their readers. They operate like puzzles. Venture a page or two into the narrative and you cannot resist making guesses about the public personages hidden behind the fictional characters. Some of the identifications are easy, but some are brain-teasers; and the more complicated the plot-however absurd or hackneyed it may be-the more fascinating is the guessing game. Before long, you find yourself taking notes or writing guesses in the margin or thumbing to the end to find a key-and then correcting it, if it fails to correspond to details in the story. You may go on to formulate reflections of your own, which could be idiosyncratic and independent of what the author may have intended. But whatever you ultimately make of a roman A clef, you cannot get through its text without first decoding it in the way that it requires. And if you lived in eighteenth-century France, you would be especially inclined to play that kind of game, because you would have learned to look for "applications" in the works of La Fontaine, La Bruyere, and other best-known authors from the seventeenth century. You would be familiar with similar puzzles-bouts rimes and bnigmes-from the pages of literary reviews and from games played at social gatherings. It would be perfectly natural for you to approach reading as puzzle solving.
The copy of Tanastts in the Bibliotheque de l'Arsenal has a manuscript key bound in it at the end. Another key, handwritten on a separate sheet of paper, can be found in a contemporary collection of keys to novels, which is also at the Arse- Can it then be that thrones, those sacred sanctuaries of justice and authority, are surrounded by nothing but crime? I have seen important positions filled by men who are incapable of coping with them. They abandon their responsibilities in order to pursue pleasure. Accustomed to a soft life, they lack the strength to undertake anything difficult. Like sybarites, they care only for indolence.":
Resseguier's roman A clef provided the kind of keyhole peeping that made the genre so attractive to eighteenth-century readers. When he put his eye to the keyholes in Versailles, he saw nothing but incompetence and depravity; and when he wrote up what he had seen, his portraits made the government look like a gallery of rogues.
I hope I have not lost my argument in details about who stood for whom in the obscure political literature of the 1740s; so let me try to pull its threads together. Taken as a whole, the romans A clef worked court gossip and "public noises" into a vivid account of contemporary history. They combined two ingredients: portraits, which exposed the dramatis personae at the heart of great events, and plot, which showed the direction that the events had taken and were likely to take in the future. This combination may not look impressive to the modern reader, who finds biogra- 
